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Legislators from six opposition parties have renewed efforts to push through a version of the
indigenous-rights bill originally drafted by the congressional Chiapas peace commission (Comision
de Concordia y Pacificacion, COCOPA) and introduced by President Vicente Fox in December 2000.
That bill was based on the document negotiated in the peace talks between the government and the
Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) in San Andres Larrainzar, Chiapas, in 1996. The
bill would have guaranteed broad rights of self- determination and control of natural resources to
Mexico's indigenous communities (see SourceMex, 1996-02-21).
Leaders of the long-governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), Fox's conservative
Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), and even some members of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion
Democratica (PRD) approved a diluted version of the bill in May 2001, making it unacceptable to
the EZLN (see SourceMex, 2001-05-02). The version approved by Congress became official when a
majority of states ratified it (see SourceMex, 2001-07-18).
In late February, a multiparty coalition of legislators in the lower house launched an initiative
to revise the indigenous-rights law to make it more compatible with the San Andres Larrainzar
accords. The group of 168 legislators includes some deputies from the PRI who voted for the
watered- down version of the bill. Also supporting the measure are legislators from the PRD, Partido
Verde Ecologista Mexicano (PVEM), Partido del Trabajo (PT), Partido Convergencia Democratica
(PCD), and Partido Alianza Social (PAS).
"[This measure would] establish the basis on which to initiate and build a new relationship between
the government and indigenous peoples," said PRD Deputy Hector Sanchez, a Zapotec Indian. Fox
quietly supports effort amid PAN opposition As recently as October of last year, President Fox called
on Congress to reopen debate on the indigenous-rights law (see SourceMex, 2001-10-24).
Fox has not made any direct comments on the latest initiative, although the effort was welcomed
by the president's Chiapas peace commissioner Luis H. Alvarez. "It is healthy for the matter to be
revisited," said Alvarez. The PAN, the only party not to support the latest initiative, criticized the
effort. "This matter has already been resolved legislatively," said Felipe Calderon, leader of the PAN
delegation in the Chamber of Deputies.
But the initiative received strong support from church leaders in Chiapas. "We will support
anything we can to give indigenous communities the rights they deserve," said Bishop Felipe
Arizmendi of the Diocese of San Cristobal de las Casas.
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Reaction mixed from congressional peace commission
The COCOPA welcomed the intent of the legislation, but criticized the proponents of the bill for
not consulting with the commission's leadership before presenting the initiative. Two COCOPA
members, Sens. Carlos Rojas Gutierrez of the PRI and Demetrio Sodi de la Tijera of the PRD,
accused the legislators of political posturing, since other efforts were already underway to modify
the law to better comply with the San Andres accords. Sodi said any legislative action should have
been delayed until the Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion (SCJN) has had a chance to rule on
hundreds of challenges brought to the high court. "It was not prudent to begin a new legislative
procedure before the matter was resolved in the courts," said Sodi, who was among a group of PRD
senators who came under strong criticism for supporting the diluted bill.
Still, a SCJN decision is not expected for some time because the court is still reviewing 330 separate
challenges to the indigenous-rights law. Of these, 302 were filed by communities in Oaxaca state
and the remainder by indigenous- majority communities and municipalities in 10 other states. The
SCJN has already issued one ruling, throwing out a challenge to the diluted law by Oaxaca Gov.
Jose Murat Casab. The decision was not based on the merits of the case but on a technicality (see
SourceMex, 2001-10-24).
The new initiative has gained some support among key PRD leaders in the Senate. PRD Sen.
Jesus Ortega, who voted with Sen. Sodi to support the diluted bill, has decided to support the new
measure. Some skeptics say Ortega's change of position is an effort to enhance his standing among
party members ahead of the PRD's leadership election on March 16.

Chiapas governor cracks down on paramilitary groups
An uneasy tension has prevailed in the conflict zone in Chiapas since the passage of the indigenousrights law last year, with Gov. Pablo Salazar Mendiguchea attempting to promote a truce between
paramilitary groups and EZLN sympathizers. In late January, Salazar reached a historic agreement
with some members of the two sides to enter into a reconciliation effort. Among those signing the
agreement in the embattled community of El Limar was Heriberto Cruz Vera, who led a campaign
against Samuel Ruiz, the former bishop of San Cristobal de las Casas.
But some factions of the paramilitary group Paz y Justicia and its affiliate the Union Campesina
Indigena Agroforestal refused to join the reconciliation effort and have continued to foment
violence. Paz y Justicia, a group with strong ties to local PRI politicians, has directed most of its
attacks against Catholic Church leaders like Bishops Samuel Ruiz and Raul Vera, who formerly led
the Diocese of San Cristobal de las Casas (see SourceMex, 1997-11-12).
Paramilitary groups also were responsible for the 1997 massacre of 47 Tzotzil Indians sympathetic
to the EZLN (see SourceMex, 1998-01-07). To send a message to paramilitary groups, the Salazar
administration has begun a crackdown on violence. In mid- February, Chiapas state authorities
detained Paz y Justicia leader Diego Vazquez Perez on charges of kidnapping and battery against
an EZLN sympathizer last year and an assault on staff members of the government's Programa de
Salud, Educacion y Alimentacion (PROGRESA) earlier this year.
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Speaking to reporters after his detention, Vazquez said his arrest was simply "political revenge" by
Salazar, an independent who has strong backing from the PRD and the PAN. After the arrest, some
EZLN sympathizers asked the government for greater protection against revenge attacks on their
communities by paramilitary groups.
Human rights organizations applauded Vazquez's arrest but raised the concern that he might not
be in custody for long. "We are pleased with the arrest, but we have our reservations because he
could be released quickly given the type of crime he is accused of," said Noe Pineda, a spokesman
for the Centro de Derechos Humanos Fray Bartolome de las Casas. While Salazar's efforts to control
paramilitary groups received guarded praise from nongovernmental organizations, the international
observer group Comision Civil Internacional de Observacion por los Derechos Humanos (CCIODH)
said the Fox administration has done very little to crack down on these organizations.
"The government has failed to dismantle and disarm paramilitary groups. Some paramilitary
leaders have been arrested but promptly released," said Sigfrido Mirarios, speaking on behalf of
104 CCIODH observers from 14 European countries who traveled to Chiapas in February. "We feel
these actions are insufficient in light of the number of paramilitary groups said to be operating in
Chiapas." (Sources: Reuters, 02/16/02, 02/18/02, 02/19/02; CNI en Linea, 02/19/02; El Financiero,
02/19/02, 02/20/02; Notimex, 01/27/02, 02/19/02, 02/20/02, 02/25/02; El Universal, 01/28/02, 02/21/01,
02/25/02; La Cronica de Hoy, 01/28/02, 02/11/02, 02/19/02, 02/20/02, 02/22/02, 02/26/02; La Jornada,
01/28/02, 02/18-22/02, 02/26/02; Milenio Diario, 01/28/02, 02/18/02, 02/19/02, 02/21/02, 02/26/02;
Reforma, 02/04/02, 02/19/02, 02/21/02, 02/25/02, 02/26/02; Agencia de Noticias Proceso, 02/18-20/02,
02/22/02, 02/25/02, 02/26/02)
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